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VIII. ASSOCIATIONS, UNIONS, 
AND THE CHANGING NATURE 
OF PROFESSIONAL WORK 
Changes in Employment and 
Working Conditions Among Technical 
and Professional Workers 
DANIELLE D. VAN JAARSVELD AND ROSEMARY BATT 
Cornell University 
Attract 
Recent organizing drives and strike activity among technical and 
professional employees raise the question of whether the employ-
ment conditions of these workers are deteriorating more generally. 
To consider this question, this paper reviews empirical research and 
national surveys on trends in employment contracts and working 
conditions of technical and professional employees. On average, we 
find that employment security and benefits have deteriorated, more 
pay is at risk, and hours of work have increased, negatively spilling 
over from work to family life. 
Recent organizing drives among physicians, psychologists, graduate stu-
dents, and high-tech workers at IBM and Microsoft have attracted national 
attention. Similarly, in 2000 we witnessed militant strikes by the Screen Ac-
tors Guild in Hollywood and a 40-day strike by aerospace engineers at Boe-
ing, the longest white-collar strike in history. These incidents raise the ques-
tion of whether the employment conditions of technical and professional 
workers are deteriorating more generally, such that they may be more likely 
take collective action than in the past. To consider this question, we review 
Authors Address: ILR Human Resource Studies, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853-
3901. 
156 
CHANGING NATURE OF PROFESSIONAL WORK 157 
national evidence on the extent of change in working conditions and employ-
ment contracts for technical and professional workers. 
One indicator of changing conditions at work is attitudinal data from na-
tional surveys. In one survey of a nationally representative sample of individu-
als (conducted annually since 1984 by Gantz Wiley Research), technical and 
professional workers reported significant improvements in the intrinsic aspects 
of their work such as the use of skills, discretion, participation at work, and sense 
of personal accomplishment. However, they reported significant declines in 
extrinsic aspects of work, including job security and satisfaction with pay and 
benefits (National Research Council 1999). Similarly, analyses of the General 
Social Survey show that perceptions of job security among white-collar work-
ers declined significandy between the 1980s and 1990s (Aaronson and Sulli-
van 1998). In the following sections, we review national trends in job security, 
compensation, hours of work, electronic monitoring, and work/family balance. 
Employment Security 
National indicators of employment security include trends in the rates of 
nonstandard employment contracts, job stability, and worker displacement. 
Data on the use of nonstandard contracts are available from the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics (BLS) Contingent Work Supplements to the Current Popu-
lation Survey (CPS) for 1995, 1997, and 1999. Analyses of the 1995 data 
showed that 30 percent of female professionals and 25 percent of male pro-
fessionals worked in nonstandard arrangements, which include regular part-
time, temporary, on call/day laborer, self-employed, independent contractor, 
and contractor (employed by a contract company; Spalter-Roth 1997). By 1999, 
contingency rates among professional workers had increased somewhat from 
1995 (Hippie 2001). Professional specialties were among the occupations with 
the highest rates of nonstandard contracts in 1999, along with farming, for-
estry and fishing, and administrative support (Hippie 2001). Similarly, the 
number of temporary staffing agencies that focus on placing technical and 
professional employees specifically in temporary positions increased by five-
fold between 1990 and 1999 (Melchionno 1999). Moreover, projections based 
on the BLS data are that temporary employment will grow by almost 50 per-
cent for technicians, 68 percent for engineers, 78 percent for sales and mar-
keting positions, and 123 percent for computer engineers and scientists be-
tween 1996 and 2006 (Melchionno 1999). 
Employment security and career growth is a significant issue for profes-
sional employees in temporary, freelance, or subcontracting arrangements. In 
a recent survey of new media professionals in New York City, for example, 
respondents reported that they spent 14 hours per week of unpaid time just 
to upgrade their skills to be "employable" (Batt et al. 2001). Despite the fact 
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that the study focused on a very successful group with an average income of 
$99,000 per year (1998 dollars) at a time when the industry was booming, only 
half felt their jobs were secure and only 60 percent were satisfied with their 
career prospects (Batt et al. 2001). 
One measure of job stability is job tenure, or the length of time an em-
ployee stays with one employer. BLS data show that the job tenure of college-
educated employees has declined almost as much as that of less educated 
workers. For example, between 1979 and 1996, the percent of college-edu-
cated workers with 10-year-tenure jobs declined by 6.9 percentage points, 
compared to 7.3 percentage points among workers with less than a high school 
de gree (Mishel, Bernstein, and Schmitt 2001). 
Another measure of job stability is the rate of job loss or displacement due 
to factors such as downsizing or restructuring that are unrelated to individual 
behavior (e.g., quits or discharges). Using displaced worker surveys of the CPS, 
Farber found that the proportion of technical and professional workers who 
experienced job loss because their positions were abolished grew from 1.1 to 
1.7 percent between the two periods of economic recession 1981-1983 and 
1991-1993 (Farber 1997). He also showed that between the two periods of 
economic recovery 1987-1989 and 1993-1995, the proportion of technical and 
professional workers whose positions were abolished increased from 1.0 to 2.2 
percent (Farber 1997). In subsequent analyses of data through 1999, Farber 
(2001) found that more educated workers experienced a higher increase in 
the job loss rate during the early and mid-1990s than did other groups. Among 
workers with at least 16 years of education, job loss due to a position or shift 
being abolished was 1.5 percent in 1981-1983,3.2 percent in 1993-1995, and 
2.2 percent in 1997-1999 (Farber 2001). 
Although white-collar workers continued to be less likely than blue collar 
workers to lose their jobs, the gap in displacement rates between the two 
groups has narrowed considerably since the early 1980s. In his analysis of the 
displaced workers supplements to the CPS, for example, Helwig (2001) found 
that the displacement rate for blue collar workers for the 1981-1982 period 
was 7.3 percent compared with 2.6 percent for white-collar workers. Mean-
while, by 1997-1998, the displacement rates were 3.1 percent and 2.4 percent, 
respectively (Helwig 2001). In sum, several indicators suggest that job secu-
rity for technical and professional workers has declined, and the reasons for 
that decline are not cyclical but structural, driven by managerial choice. 
Pay and Benefits 
On average, technical and professional workers experienced real wage 
growth during the 1980s and 1990s (Mishel, Bernstein, and Schmitt 2001). 
This trend masks the fact that male technical workers experienced a decline 
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in hourly wages between 1989 and 1995 (Mishel, Bernstein, and Schmitt 2001). 
However, the rising rate of nonstandard contracts among these workers also 
has some negative wage and benefit implications. Multivariate analyses of the 
1995 BLS data, for example, showed that technical and professional workers 
in nonstandard contracts had significantly lower wages and benefits than did 
their full-time counterparts (Spalter-Roth et al. 1995:48). 
In addition, while most technical and professional workers experienced real 
wage increases, the growth of performance-based pay strategies has put more 
pay at risk. Many companies have shifted from incentive pay, based on bonuses 
and add-ons, to "risk sharing" in which a portion of pay is at risk or employees 
receive stock options in lieu of pay. Stock option plans, particularly popular 
for high-tech workers, grant employees the right to buy company stock at a 
specified price during a set period once the option has vested. Companies 
granting broad-based stock options to all employees rose from 5.7 percent in 
1993 to 10.3 percent in 1997 according to one study of the proxies of 350 of 
the largest public companies (Mercer 1997). The downturn of the stock mar-
ket, however, left many workers with underwater stock options—options in 
which the exercise price for a company's stock exceeded the current market 
price (Delves 2001). In other cases, employees have filed lawsuits alleging that 
firms such as DoubleClick and IBM dismissed them right before their stock 
options vested (Kowalski 2000). 
In the area of benefits, health insurance and pension coverage for higher-
skilled workers has declined, according to data from the BLS national com-
pensation survey of medium and large private establishments. Of full-time 
workers in medium and large private establishments who participated in 
medical care plans, only 31 percent had individual coverage wholly financed 
by their employer in 1997, down from 77 percent in 1980. In 1997, 20 per-
cent of full-time medical plan participants in medium and large private estab-
lishments were eligible to receive fully employer-paid coverage for their fam-
ilies, a significant decrease from 51 percent in 1980. For professional, technical, 
and related employees, pre-coverage expenses as well as average employee 
monthly contributions for individual coverage and family coverage for both 
HMO and non-HMO plans increased substantially for the period from 1991-
1997 (BLS 1999, table 8). Some firms also are transforming health insurance 
plans into "defined contribution" systems in which they provide a set amount 
of money for each employee s health benefits, thereby capping the company's 
costs (Winslow 2000). 
Employers also have shifted investment risk to workers by converting 
defined benefit pension plans into defined contribution plans: 401 (k) plans or 
Employee Stock Ownership Plans (ESOPs; Ippolito and Thompson 2000). For 
example, data from the 1999 National Compensation Survey reveal that in 
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private industry, the percentage of professional, technical, and related employ-
ees participating in a defined benefit plan was 29 percent, while the percent 
covered by defined contribution plans was 56 percent (BLS 1999, table 1; BLS 
table 1 1997) 
In defined benefit plans, employees are guaranteed a fixed income based 
on their years of service, and the company absorbs the risks associated with 
changes in interest rates and inflation. In addition, the Pension Benefit Guar-
antee Corporation, a governmental agency, guarantees the accrued benefits 
up to a certain point. In defined contribution plans, by contrast, employers 
contribute a set annual rate to employees' retirement accounts (typically fifty 
cents to every dollar invested by the employee). Employees absorb the mar-
ket risks and can take the cash value of the plan whenever they leave the com-
pany. These plans are favorable for mobile workers, but generally provide lower 
payouts and are not guaranteed by the Pension Benefit Guarantee Corpora-
tion. In addition, because ESOP plans invest employee savings in the employer, 
employees cannot diversify their portfolio and risk loss of savings in the event 
of poor corporate performance or bankruptcy, as in the Enron case (Cummings 
et al. 2002). Employees increasingly have challenged firms for 401(k) losses 
through class-action lawsuits in corporations such as Procter & Gamble, Qwest 
Communications International Inc., and Enron Corporation (Schultz 2001). 
In other cases, such as IBM, technical and professional employees not only 
filed a lawsuit to challenge IBM's conversion of their defined-benefit plan to 
a cash-balance plan, but also formed IBM/Alliance, an employee organization 
pursuing an ongoing organizing drive under the auspices of the Communica-
tion Workers of America (CWA). 
Work Hours and Work/Family Balance 
Technical and professional employees also are working longer hours, ac-
cording to analyses of CPS data. The share of full-time professionals working 
49 hours or more per week increased between 1985 and 1993 (Rones et al. 
1997). Compared to other occupations, professionals and managers were most 
likely to work long workweeks. The work hours of men and women in mar-
ried couples also have risen. In 1998,31 percent of married couples had both 
spouses working 35 or more hours per week, up from 13 percent in 1969 (U.S. 
Department of Labor 1999). Couples with small children are spending more 
combined hours at work, and the number of couples where both spouses work 
long hours has increased (U.S. Department of Labor 1999). In addition, the 
availability of paid time off has declined (U.S. Department of Labor 1999). 
Finally, among professional employees in regular full-time jobs, mothers and 
fathers in dual-earner families with children have average weekly hours of 45.9 
(fathers) and 42 (mothers) (Spalter-Roth 1997). 
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A central question is whether professionals prefer to work these long hours. 
The most comprehensive data on this question come from the National Study 
of Families and Households (NSFH), a nationally representative sample of 
more than 10,000 men and women, (including spouses and partners) in 1987-
1988 and 1993-1994. Clarkberg and Moen (2001) analyzed the relationship 
between the preferences and the actual hours worked by couples in the two 
waves of data. They found that only 41 percent of wives and 44 percent of 
husbands are working the schedule they prefer. Approximately two-thirds of 
those who were not working their desired schedule were working longer hours 
than they wanted. Among dual-earner professional couples, the odds of be-
ing overworked were 50-90 percent higher than among nonprofessional cou-
ples (Clarkberg and Moen 2001). 
Increased work hours also have negative spillover effects on family well-
being. A Cornell study found that the proportion of workers who reported high 
levels of work-family conflict jumped dramatically for those who put in more 
than 50 hours a week (Institute for Workplace Studies 1999). Similarly, Ca-
nadian researchers conducted two separate surveys of 6,500 public and pri-
vate sector employees in 1991 and 2001 (Duxbury and Higgins 2001). Com-
pared to 1991, professional workers in 2001 reported significantly higher levels 
of depression and stress and lower levels of job satisfaction and organization-
al commitment. Parental status was significantly related to job stress in 2001, 
but not in 1991, a finding that did not differ by gender. Although "family-
friendly policies" were introduced in the past decade, male and female pro-
fessionals reported that taking advantage of those policies would negatively 
affect their career prospects. In both periods, professional women reported 
the highest levels of role overload and work-to-family conflict compared to 
nonprofessional women, and professional and nonprofessional men. 
Another source of stress comes from the increased use of electronic per-
formance monitoring. In 2001, over three-quarters of U.S. firms recorded and 
reviewed employee activities on the job, twice the percentage that did so in 1997 
(American Management Association 2001). While little data specific to tech-
nical and professional employees exists, a wide variety of monitoring mecha-
nisms typically cover these employees, including advanced communications 
technologies such as computer laptops, voice mail, e-mail, and cell phones; and 
company norms increasingly imply that speedy response to these communica-
tions is an indicator of commitment and performance. A national survey of tech-
nicians in the telecommunications industry, for example, found that 25 percent 
are electronically monitored on a regular basis (Batt et al. 2000). 
Increased productivity pressure and performance monitoring are associated 
with higher stress. According to a survey conducted by Northwestern Nation-
al Life, employees experiencing job stress frequently suffer from health ailments 
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(Northwestern Life 1991). In 1997, OSHA reported that roughly two-thirds of 
cases of occupational stress involving days away from work occurred to work-
ers in white-collar occupations (Webster and Bergman 1999). High levels of 
stress can lead to increased health risks. In one study of female lawyers, re-
searchers compared female lawyers who work long hours with part-time female 
lawyers (Fraser 2001). Those who worked longer hours were 5 times as likely 
to suffer great stress at work and 3 times as likely to have a miscarriage. Simi-
larly, a University of Michigan study of nurses who work more than 40 hours a 
week found that nurses who worked longer hours were 70-80 percent more 
likely to deliver premature, underweight babies (Fraser 2001). 
Discussion and Conclusions 
This paper provides an initial assessment of changes in the employment 
contracts and working conditions of technical and professional employees. On 
average, it appears that job security and benefits have deteriorated, more pay 
is at risk, and hours of work have increased, negatively spilling over from work 
to family life. Some case studies also point to heightened job-related stress. 
However, there are many areas in which data on employment conditions for 
these occupational groups are unavailable. Moreover, we were unable to as-
sess variation in these trends by detailed occupational subgroups. In future 
research, we intend to undertake more fine-grained analyses of trends in the 
nature of work, technology, and employment contracts for employees in tech-
nical and professional specialties. 
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